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(57) ABSTRACT

A non-volatile hard disk drive cache system is coupled
between a processor and a hard disk drive. The cache system
includes a control circuit, a non-volatile memory and a vola-
tile memory. the control circuit causes a subset of the data
stored in the hard disk drive to be written to the non-volatile
memory. In response to a request to read data are stored in the
non-volatile memory. If so, the requested read data are pro-
vided form the non-volatile memory. Otherwise, the
requested read data are provided from the hard disk drive. the
volatile memory is used as a write buffer and to store disk
access statistics, such as the disk drive locations that are most
frequently read, which are used by the control circuit to
determine which data to store in the non-volatile memory.
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NON-VOLATILE HARD DISK DRIVE CACHE
SYSTEM AND METHOD

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is a divisional, of U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/108,805, which was filed on May 16, 2011,
and is scheduled to issue as U.S. Pat. No. 8,850,112, on Sep.
30, 2014, which is a continuation of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 11/219,324, which was filed on Sep. 1, 2005, which
issued as U.S. Pat. No. 7,966,450 on Jun. 21, 2011, the dis-
closure of which is incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates to computer systems, and, more par-
ticularly, to a system and method for making data stored on a
computer system hard drive more quickly available to a pro-
cessor or other access device.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Computer or other processor-based systems normally store
data, including program instructions, in one or more data
storage devices. Data are written to and read from the data
storage devices by a central processing unit (“CPU”), such as
a microprocessor. An ideal data storage device would have a
capacity to store a very large amount of data, it would be able
to store and retrieve the data very quickly, and it would be
relatively inexpensive in terms of cost per byte of data stor-
age. Other factors that sometimes make a data storage device
more desirable are low power consumption and non-volatil-
ity, which allows the data to be retained when power is
removed from the system containing the data storage device.
Unfortunately, the ideal data storage device does not exist. As
a result, data storage devices are invariably involve a com-
promise between capacity, access speed, cost and other fac-
tors.

At the high end of the access speed capabilities are static
random access memory (“SRAM”) devices, which can be
accessed very quickly. However, SRAM devices are rela-
tively expensive because they consume a relatively large
amount of area on a semiconductor die. SRAM devices are
therefore not used where high data storage capacity is desired.
Also, SRAM devices are inherently much more prone to
radiation-induced errors. Dynamic random access memory
(“DRAM”) devices consume less area on a semiconductor die
per byte of storage, and are therefore less expensive than
SRAM devices. For these reasons DRAM devices are typi-
cally used for application, such as system memory, where
higher data storage capacities and greater reliability are
needed. Unfortunately, the access times of DRAM devices
are significantly higher than the access times of SRAM
devices, and they can consume a significant amount of power.
Computer systems often balance the advantages and disad-
vantages of SRAM and DRAM devices by using DRAM
devices as system memory, and using SRAM devices as cache
memory to more quickly make available of subset of the data
stored in system memory.

One disadvantage of both SRAM devices and DRAM
devices is that they are volatile. As a result, any data stored in
these devices is lost when power is removed from these
memory devices. Flash memory devices have the advantages
of'being non-volatile, but they are more expensive and slower
than both SRAM and DRAM devices.
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In applications where high data storage capacity is
required, a hard drive is generally used. Hard drives have the
significant advantages of being able to store a vast amount of
data and are thus far cheaper than SRAM or DRAM devices
on a per byte basis. Hard drives also have the advantages of
being non-volatile, and they can be configured to consume
little or no power when the disk drive is not being accessed.
Unfortunately, disk drives have the significant disadvantage
of being very slow in comparison to SRAM and DRAM
devices. In fact, the data access time of a disk drive is particu-
larly high when accessing data that are not stored on the drive
in a contiguous manner. As a result, the read/write head of the
disk drive must be physically moved each time data stored at
a different track are accessed. The high access times of'a disk
drive used in a computer system can severely limit the speed
at which the computer system may function.

One approach that has been used to reduce the access time
for disk drives, has been the use of SRAM or DRAM devices
as write buffers for data that are written to disk drives and read
caches for data that are read from disk drives. Using this
approach, when data are read from the disk drive, the data are
stored in the read cache. In response to a read request, the read
cache is checked to determine if the requested read data are
stored therein. If so, the read data are quickly supplied from
the read cache. Otherwise, the read data are more slowly
supplied from the disk drive and then stored in the read cache.
The read cache therefore stores the data that have been most
recently read from the disk drive. A read cache can greatly
reduce the time required to access data stored in a disk drive.
However, a read cache does not reduce disk access times
when a system containing the disk drive is powered-up or
otherwise initialized. In such case, the read cache will not
contain any data, so all of the read data must be obtained from
the disk drive. Yet the disk drive cannot provide any data until
after the disk drive has spooled up, which typically requires at
least 3-6 seconds.

For write accesses, the data to be written to the disk drive
are first stored in the write buffer. As a result, data can be
stored at the faster rate commensurate with the faster access
times of these devices. During the time that data are written to
the write buffer, power can be removed from the disk drive
spindle motor, head actuator and associated components to
reduce the power consumed by a system containing the disk
drive. When the amount of data stored in the write buffer
approaches the capacity of the write buffer, power is applied
to the disk drive, and the data stored in the write buffer are
transferred to the disk drive. The use of a write buffer thus
provides the advantages of faster write access speed and
lower power consumption. However, if power is inadvert-
ently lost from a system using the write buffer, the write data
are also lost.

There is therefore a need for a data storage device that has
a very high storage capacity that is relatively inexpensive on
aper byte basis, that is non-volatile to prevent the loss of write
data, that can be configured to consume relatively little power,
and that allows for quick data access.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG.11s ablock diagram of a computer system using a hard
drive cache system according to one example of the invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a disk drive cache system
according to one example of the invention that may be used in
the computer system of FIG. 1 or in some other processor-
based system.
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FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a disk drive cache system
according to another example of the invention that may be
used in the computer system of FIG. 1 or in some other
processor-based system.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a control circuit according to
one example of the invention that may be used in the disk
drive cache systems shown in FIG. 2 or FIG. 3 or in a disk
drive cache system according to another example of the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A computer system 10 using a hard drive cache system
according to one example of the invention is shown in FIG. 1.
The computer system 10 includes a processor 12 for perform-
ing various computing functions, such as executing specific
software to perform specific calculations or tasks. The pro-
cessor 12 includes level 1 (“L.17°) and level 2 (“L2”) SRAM
caches 13 and a processor bus 14 that normally includes an
address bus, a control bus, and a data bus. In addition, the
computer system 10 includes one or more input/output
devices 16, such as a keyboard, a mouse, or printer coupled to
the processor 12 through a peripheral component intercon-
nect (“PCI”) bus 18, a pair of bus bridges 20, 22, and the
processor bus 14. The bus bridge 20 is commonly referred to
as a “north bridge,” and it links the processor bus 14 with a
peripheral bus (not shown) that is connected to the bus bridge
22, which is commonly referred to as a “south bridge.” A hard
drive 30 is also coupled to the processor 12 through the
processor bus 14, bus bridges 20, 22, and a disk drive cache
system 32. As explained in greater detail below, the disk drive
cache system 32 allows data to be more quickly stored and
retrieved from the disk drive 30. The disk drive cache system
32 interfaces with the bus bridge 22 through whatever type of
bus structure the bus bridge 22 uses to interface with disk
drives. In the example shown in FIG. 1, ATA buses 24, 26,
which may be either a standard ATA or Serial ATA bus sys-
tem, are used.

The bus bridge 20 includes a memory controller 27, which
is used to couple the processor 12 to system memory 28
thorough a data bus 29. As mentioned above, the system
memory 28 is generally implemented using DRAM devices.
The bus bridge also includes a bus controller 33 that is used to
couple the processor 12 to a graphics/video controller 34
through an accelerated graphics port (“AGP”) bus 35. The
graphics/video controller 34 normally drives a display device
(not shown), such as a video monitor or LCD panel. The south
bridge 22 is also coupled to universal serial bus devices (not
shown) through a USB bus 36. Finally, the south bridge is also
coupled to serial, parallel and PS/2 ports (not shown) and to a
floppy disk interface (not shown) through an LPC bus 37, an
LPC controller 38 and buses 39.

One example of a disk drive cache system 40 that may be
used as the disk drive cache system 32 in the computer system
10 or some other processor-based system is shown in FI1G. 2.
The disk drive cache system 40 includes a control circuit 42
that is coupled to a first input/output (“I/O”) port 44 through
an appropriate bus 46. The I/O port 44 may be coupled to a
disk drive access device, such as the system controller 20
(FIG. 1). The nature of the bus 46 will generally determined
by the disk access device to which it is coupled. The bus 46
may be, for example, a standard ATA or Serial ATA bus.

The disk drive cache system 40 also includes a non-volatile
memory 50 that is coupled to the control circuit 42 through an
appropriate bus 54. The non-volatile memory 50 may be
implemented with flash memory devices, such as NAND
flash memory devices, or some other type of non-volatile
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memory device, including volatile memory, such as a DRAM
device, powered by a back-up battery. The non-volatile
memory 50 should have a read access times that is signifi-
cantly less than the time required to access data stored on the
hard disk drive 30 (FIG. 1).

The control circuit 42 is also coupled to a second 1/O port
56 through an appropriate bus 58. The bus 58 may be the same
as the bus 46 so that the disk drive cache system 40 may be
simply inserted between a disk drive access device and the
hard disk drive 30. As a result, using the disk drive cache
system 40 does not require any modification of the disk drive
access device or the hard disk drive 30.

Inoperation, the control circuit 42 routes memory requests,
such as write data and read requests to access stored data,
between the /O port 44 and the I/O port 56. The control
circuit 42 also routes selected write data to the bus 54 for
storage in the non-volatile memory 50. For example, the data
that are most frequently read or data that are specially tagged
for caching may be stored in the non-volatile memory 50. The
non-volatile memory 50 also stores a table identifying what
data have been stored in the memory 50. In response to a read
data request, the control circuit 42 first reads the table of
stored data from the memory 50 to determine if the data
requested by the read request are stored in the non-volatile
memory 50. If so, the requested data are read from the non-
volatile memory 50 rather than from the hard disk drive 30
(FIG.1). Insofar as data can be accessed from the non-volatile
memory 50 significantly faster than data can be accessed from
the hard disk drive 30, the performance of any system using
the disk drive cache system 40 is markedly improved. If the
table indicates that the requested data are not stored in the disk
drive 30, the read request is passed to the hard disk drive 30 to
the I/O port 56 through the bus 58, and the requested data are
provided by the hard disk drive that is connected to the I/O
port 56.

The memory 50, being non-volatile, does not loose data if
power in suddenly removed from a system containing the disk
drive cache system 40 or if the disk drive 30 (FIG. 1) becomes
inoperable. The use of non-volatile memory 50 also allows
certain data to be present in the memory 50 at power-up. For
example, a computer operating system, which is normally
stored in the hard disk drive 30, may be permanently stored in
the non-volatile memory 50. As a result, at power-on, the
operating system can be loaded without waiting to access the
operating system from the disk drive 30. Alternatively, the
operating system can be transferred from the hard disk drive
30 to the non-volatile memory 50 as part of a power-off
routine.

The identification of data that are to be cached may also be
determined by an external disk drive access device rather than
by the disk drive cache system 40. For example, an applica-
tion being run by a processor may identify files or programs,
such a dynamic link libraries, that are likely to accessed by the
application. Running a word processing program might, for
example, cause a dynamic link library for checking spelling
to be automatically stored in the non-volatile memory 50. An
application could also first read the data stored in a hard disk
drive and then determine which of the stored data should be
cached by writing the data to the non-volatile memory 50.

A disk drive cache system 70 according to another example
of the invention is shown in FIG. 3. The system 70 differs
from the disk drive cache system 40 by including a volatile
memory 74, which is coupled to the control circuit 42 through
a memory bus 76. The volatile memory 74 is preferably a
DRAM device, but other volatile memory devices may also
beused. The volatile memory 74 is preferably used for storing
tables of disk access statistics, such as the identity of the
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sectors of the hard disk drive 30 that are most frequently being
read. The tables stored in the volatile memory 74 may also
indicate which of the most frequently read sectors are the
sectors to which data are least frequently written, which
makes the data stored therein most suitable for caching. The
volatile memory 74 may also or alternatively be used as a
write buffer for data that is to be stored in either the non-
volatile memory 50 or the disk drive 30. As previously
explained, buffering write data in this manner allows faster
transfer of write data from a disk drive access device. The
volatile memory may also be used as a buffer during the
transfer of data into the non-volatile memory from the disk
drive 30 or from the system CPU 12 of FIG. 1 or system
memory 38 of FIG. 1 via bus 54 of FIG. 2.

A control circuit 80 according to one example of the inven-
tion is shown in FIG. 4. The control circuit 80 may be used as
the control circuit 42 in the disk drive cache systems 40, 70 of
FIGS. 2 and 3, respectively, or in a disk drive cache system
according to some other example of the invention. The con-
trol circuit 80 includes direct memory access circuit 84
coupled to the /O bus 46. The direct memory access circuit
84 transmits memory requests through the bus 54 to the
non-volatile memory 50 volatile memory 76 or through the
bus 76 to the volatile memory 76. These memory requests
may be requests to read data from the non-volatile memory 50
or the volatile memory 76, or requests to write data to the
non-volatile memory 50 or the volatile memory 76.

The control circuit 80 also includes a fast pass-through
circuit 86 coupled between the /O bus 46 and the 1/0 bus 58.
The fast pass-through circuit 86 allows data access requests to
pass through the control circuit 80 with minimal delay. The
fast pass-through circuit 86 is also used to write data to the
hard disk drive 30 (FIG. 1) and to read data from the hard disk
drive 30 that is not stored in the non-volatile memory 50.

Also included in the control circuit 80 are snoop registers
88 and a microprocessor 90. The snoop registers 88 captures
commands and addresses in disk access requests received
from a processor or other disk access device. In response to
detecting a captured read command, the snoop registers 88
pass the address captured with the read command to the
microprocessor 90 through a bus 96. The microprocessor 90
then compares the captured address with the table of
addresses stored in the non-volatile memory 50 that identify
the cached data stored in the non-volatile memory 50. In the
event of a match, the microprocessor 90 couples signals
through a bus 92 to cause the direct memory access circuit 84
to read the requested data from the non-volatile memory 50,
which is then passes to the disk access device requesting the
data. In the event the captured address is not found in the table
of addresses identifying cached data, the microprocessor 90
couples signals through a bus 94 to cause the fast pass through
circuit 86 to provide the requested data.

In response to detecting a captured write command, the
snoop registers 88 captures any special tag indicating that the
write data should be cached along with the corresponding
write data and the address indicating where the write data will
be stored in the disk 18. The snoop registers 88 then pass the
captured tag, write data and address to the microprocessor 90
through the bus 96. The microprocessor 90 responds to
receipt of the tag by coupling signals through the bus 92 to
cause the direct memory access circuit 84 to store the cap-
tured write data in the non-volatile memory 50 and to store the
captured address in the table in the non-volatile memory 50.
During this time, the fast pass-through circuit 86 can be
storing the write data in the hard disk drive 18.

In a disk cache system according to another example of the
invention, the microprocessor 90 transfers the table of
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addresses identifying the cached data from the non-volatile
memory 50 to the volatile memory 76 during power-up ini-
tialization. The microprocessor 90 then compares the cap-
tured addresses for disk read accesses to the table of addresses
stored in the volatile memory 76. A disk cache system accord-
ing to this example of the invention may provide faster opera-
tion because volatile memories typically can be read more
quickly than non-volatile memories.

Inadisk cache system according to still another example of
the invention, the microprocessor 90 transfers both the table
of'addresses identifying the cached data and the cached data
from the non-volatile memory 50 to the volatile memory 76.
The microprocessor 90 then compares the captured addresses
for disk read accesses to the table of addresses stored in the
volatile memory 76, and also fetches the cached data from the
volatile memory 76. Storing both the table of addresses and
the cached data in the volatile memory 76 may provide still
faster operation for the reason indicated above.

Inadisk cache system according to still another example of
the invention, the table of addresses identifying the cached
data is loaded from non-volatile memory 50 into a hardware
look-up memory such as a Content Addressable Memory. The
microprocessor 90 then presents the captured address for the
disk read accesses to the Content Addressable Memory,
which performs the comparison and indicates directly to the
microprocessor the presence or absence of cached data. Such
a comparison can occur very rapidly and would allow
increased performance over the methods described above.

In a disk cache system according to this invention the
algorithm used for determining what data should be cached
may be a “most frequently read-least frequently written”
algorithm. With such an algorithm the microprocessor 90
maintains and updates statistical data, such as a counter, on
the addresses of disk read addresses. If a disk data write
occurs to a given disk address, the counter could be reset.
When the number of reads of a given disk address exceeds
some threshold value, the processor 90 may then initiate a
transfer of the disk data for that address into the non-volatile
cache.

In a disk cache system according to this invention it may be
determined that certain data, such as operating system boot
code or certain application code, should be retained in the
cache permanently. In this case such data may be marked as a
permanent cache data and not subject to replacement. This
determination may be made by the operating system or by a
user program.

In a disk cache system according to this invention a portion
of the non-volatile cache memory may be permanently
assigned to operating system or application code while a
portion of the non-volatile cache memory may be dynami-
cally changed according to some algorithm such as a “most
frequently read-least frequently written” algorithm.

Although the present invention has been described with
reference to the disclosed embodiments, persons skilled in the
art will recognize that changes may be made in form and
detail without departing from the spirit and scope of the
invention. Such modifications are well within the skill of
those ordinarily skilled in the art. Accordingly, the invention
is not limited except as by the appended claims.

The invention claimed is:
1. A method for providing data stored on a hard drive to a
system processor, comprising:
identifying data on a hard drive that is anticipated to be
needed by a system processor,
retrieving the identified data from a hard drive;
storing the retrieved data in a non-volatile memory; and
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in response to receiving a request from the system proces-
sor to retrieve the identified data from the hard drive,
providing the stored data from the non-volatile memory
to the system processor,

wherein the non-volatile memory stores information iden-
tifying the data stored in the non-volatile memory, and
wherein the information identifying the data stored in
the non-volatile memory is transferred to a volatile
memory during initialization of the hard drive.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the indentified data is a

dynamic link library.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the identified data is
operating system files.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the identified data is
identified in response to an instruction from the system pro-
cessor to tag the data for retrieval.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein an application being run
by the system processor issues the instruction.

6. A cache system, comprising:

a non-volatile memory operable to store data;

a first interface circuit operable to request data from the
non-volatile memory and to write data to the non-vola-
tile memory;

a second interface circuit operable to request data from a
storage device and to write data to the storage device;

a microprocessor operable to control the first and second
interface circuits; and

wherein the microprocessor, in response to a data read
command from a system processor to read data, deter-
mines whether the data to be read is stored in the non-
volatile memory and if so, operates the first interface to
provide the data from the non-volatile memory to the
system processor and if the data to be read is not stored
in the non-volatile memory, operates the second inter-
face circuit to provide the data from the storage device to
the system processor,
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wherein the non-volatile memory stores information iden-
tifying the data stored in the non-volatile memory, and
wherein the information identifying the data stored in
the non-volatile memory is transferred to a volatile
memory during initialization of the storage device.

7. The cache system of claim 6, further comprising capture
registers operable to capture data read commands and data
write commands from the system processor and provide the
data read commands and data write commands to the micro-
processor.

8. The cache system of claim 6, wherein the second inter-
face circuit is a pass through circuit operable to pass read and
write commands from the system processor to the hard drive
without passing through the microprocessor.

9. The cache system of claim 6, wherein the second inter-
face circuit is a pass through circuit operable to pass read and
write responses from the hard drive to the system processor
without passing through the microprocessor.

10. A method to start-up a computer, comprising:

storing at least a portion of an operating system in a non-

volatile memory cache; and

retrieving the at least a portion of the operating system

from the non-volatile memory cache upon power-up of
the computer,

wherein the non-volatile memory cache stores information

identifying the portion of the operating system stored in
the non-volatile memory cache, and wherein the infor-
mation identifying the portion of the operating system
stored in the non-volatile memory cache is transferred to
a volatile memory during initialization of the computer.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the portion of the
operating system is stored in a reserved location in the non-
volatile memory cache.
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